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Contributing Factors to the Onset of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
Symptoms Among the Survivors of Albania Earthquake
Diadora Cërmjani1, Fjolla Ramadani1, Shkurtë Bajgora1
1

Department of Psychology, University of Pristina „Hasan Prishtina“, Kosovo.

Abstract: On November 2019 Albania was shook by the largest earthquake to hit this country in less than forty years.
Earthquakes like that one give rise to mental health problems like PTSD symptoms, but some people report far more PTSD
related symptoms than others. Therefore, this study aims to understand the factors that make some earthquake survivors more
prone to experience PTSD symptoms. 227 participants were part of this study (74 % females). Self-report questionnaires were
used such as Impact of Event Scale - Revised (IES-R) and The Life Stressor Checklist-Revised (LSC-R). The results indicate that
proximity to epicenter of earthquake, home damage, financial problems, abuse before age 16 and overall emotional abuse, past
serious accidents, sudden death and loss of a loved one, level of education, and previous mental or physical problems played a
role in reporting symptoms of PTSD. Nevertheless, age and gender did not play a role. Limitations and implications of this study
are also discussed.
Key words: Earthquake, PTSD, Contributing Factors, Albania.
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Introduction

On the early morning of November 26, 2019, Albania was hit by a 6.4 Richter scale
earthquake. This natural disaster was followed by countless other earthquakes every few hours
later that day. The epicenter of the earthquake was located 16 kilometers southwest of Mamurras
and the hit included cities like Tiranë, Durrës, Lezhë, Thumanë and Laç. The earthquake resulted
in 51 deaths, at least 3,000 injured and a large number of people displaced due to the destructions
of their homes. In terms of magnitude, this was the largest earthquake to hit Albania in more than
forty years (Vila, 2019).
Major earthquakes like the one that hit Albania, are known to give rise to long-term
consequences on mental health. Results from a survey published regarding the Bam earthquake
survivors showed that 58% of the respondents suffered from severe mental health problems and
reported psychological distress among the general population (De Girolamo & McFarlane,
1996). In addition to this, a large number of studies have evaluated the extent of psychological
trauma and the severity of psychiatric symptoms among the survivor groups after the
earthquakes (Tural et al., 2004; Blanc et al., 2014; Feder et al., 2013). People who are more
severely exposed are more likely to develop a disorder. A great number of existing studies in the
broader literature have documented that the most commonly present and most frequent
psychopathology subsequent after the natural disasters is PTSD (Neria, Nandi & Galea, 2008).
Based on these studies, it was found that PTSD is the most commonly occurring mental health
condition among earthquake survivors (Farooqui et al.,2017). In fact, nearly 1 in 4 earthquake
survivors are diagnosed with having PTSD (Dai et al., 2016).
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is a psychological disorder that occurs when a
person is exposed to an actual or threatened death, serious injury or catastrophic events. This
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exposure can be a direct experience, witnessing a traumatic event, or may be the result of
learning of a traumatic event that occurred to a close family member or a peer (APA, 2017).
According to the American Psychiatric Association ([APA] 2013), symptoms that people with
PTSD experience are: 1) Intrusive symptoms related to the event, such as nightmares, flashbacks,
or unwanted thoughts about the trauma; 2) Behaviors designed to help a person avoid people,
places, or situations that are reminders of the event; 3) Negative changes in one’s thoughts and
mood, such as blame of self or others, having persistent negative beliefs, or feeling unable to
experience happiness or other positive emotions; and 4) Feeling hyperarousal or overly reactive,
including being irritable or easily startled or having sleep disturbances.
Since disasters such as earthquakes last for a short period of time, post-disaster studies
may be very effective in providing incidence of PTSD in their aftermath. People who are at risk
of developing PTSD differ according to the nature and severity of the traumatic event. In this
line, a recent systematic review and meta-analysis on the mental health consequences after
earthquakes, found that incidence of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) varied from 1.2 to
82.6% (Dai et al., 2016). The large difference can be explained by several external and internal
factors of individuals.
In terms of characteristics of the traumatic event, or external factors, studies have shown
the importance of the variation in the intensity of the earthquakes and the variation in the degree
people were exposed to the disaster (Dell'Osso et al., 2013). Levels of exposure to the event have
led to negative impacts on everyday life functioning and high levels of PTSD symptoms. In fact,
there has been a consistent and graded association between the exposure variables and PTSD
symptoms (Kvestad et al., 2019). Accordingly, proximity to the epicenter of earthquake has been
a risk factor across studies (Chan et al., 2011; Fan et al., 2013). How much the individuals’ home
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was damaged it is also shown to the matter on how people respond to the event (Kun et al.,
2009).
Literature shows a larger number of factors regarding to characteristics and experiences
of individuals that makes them more prone to experience PTSD related symptoms. These factors
include age, gender, marital status, educational background, loss or death of loved ones, health
condition and personal injuries (Brewin, Andrews, & Valentine, 2000). Age is reported to play
an important role in vulnerability since elderly populations and young children experience the
event (Farooqui et al., 2017). Moreover, females have been at higher risk of developing PTSD
after experiencing a catastrophic event (Cairo, 2010; Cenat & Derivois, 2014; Feder et al., 2013).
Additionally, previous psychiatric illness, childhood abuse, lack of social, psychological, and
financial support have been identified as pre-disaster risk factors that influence the rise of PTSD
symptoms (Agustini, Asniar & Matsou, 2011; Ma et al., 2011).
To this date, there have been no studies on the psychological impact of the recent and the
largest earthquake that the Albanian people have experienced. Therefore, the present study aims
to understand the prevalence of PTSD symptoms among the aforementioned population. Also,
the characteristics and past experience that makes them inclined to experience PTSD symptoms.
In this way, we hypothesize that people that had money problems in the past and those who have
lower education, will be more prone to experience PTSD. Furthermore, we believe that people
who have experienced former traumatic events including losing a loved one by sudden and also
being physically and emotionally abused or neglected will play a role in exhibiting PTSD
symptoms. Finally, we hypothesize that being close to the epicenter of the earthquake, the need
of seeking medical treatment, suffer of great home damages and unfortunate loss of a family
member during the earthquake, will have a major impact on the onset of PTSD symptoms.
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Methodology

Participants: Participants in this study were people who were directly effected from the
Albania earthquake that happened on November, 26. According to descriptive statistics analyzed
there are a total of 227 participants, 168 of them are women with a percentage of 74% and 55 are
men with a percentage of 24.2%. Also, these statistics show that the age of the participants
ranges from 25 to 75 years old (M=29.40, SD=11.135). From this range participants of the age
25 were 22%, those of the age 50 were 27% and last, those of the age 75 were 37.75%.
Participants were from the municipality of Thumanë (7.5%), Durrës (29.5%), Lezhë (1.3%),
Kurbin (0.9%) and Tiranë (43.6%).
Procedure: The questionnaires were administrated by colleagues from Tirana, Albania,
from the third year students of bachelor studies in the department of Psychology and first year
students of master studies, and also online through social medias. The questionnaires were
administered physically by colleagues in Tirana, Albania, who stayed in the camp, which was
built in exceptional conditions due to the situation of the earthquake. Our colleagues have
explained to the participants the objectives of the research and the reasons behind it, therefore
asking for their permission to be part of the study. While in Kosovo, precisely in the Prizren
camp, where the people who left Albania were sheltered for two weeks due to the destruction of
their homes, we initially obtained permission from the adequate person who managed all
activities and then the questionnaires were administered there by the third year Bachelor students
and the first year Master students of the Department of Psychology, University of Pristina. But,
there is also a large sample of participants that were gathered online through social networks.
The design of the research and its implementation was done in accordance with ethical principles
for the studies as participants were guaranteed complete confidentiality of data and were aware
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of the fact that they could stop filling out the questionnaire if they did not feel physically fit,
mentally or if for some other reason they decide not to participate. The process of data gathering
lasted about 1 week of intensive work. The collected data were coded in the Statistical Package
for Social Sciences (SPSS). The results, interpretations and discussions are made depending on
the data obtained from the participants.
Method: The method used in this research is the survey method, which is defined as a
research method that may be of use to gather from a predetermined group of respondents to
benefit from this inquiry and knowledge of the topic and more in the interest of the researcher.
For the purpose of this research, self-report questionnaires were used. The design of this study is
quantitative research with correlational design.
Instruments: The Life Stressor Checklist-Revised (LSC-R) is a self-report measure that
assesses traumatic or stressful life events (Wolfe, Kimerling, Brown, Chrestman & Levin, 1997).
The measure has a focus on events relevant to women such as abortion, and can also be used
with men. The questionnaire includes 30 life events, including experiences with natural disasters,
physical or sexual assault, death of a relative, and other events, following a yes/no response
format. respondents are asked to provide: age when event began, age when event ended, belief
that they were in harm ("yes" or "no"), and feelings of helplessness ("yes" or "no"). In addition,
the effect on life and how upsetting event was at the time are rated on a five-point intensity scale
(1 = "not at all or never" to 5 = "extremely"). Item: Has someone close to you died suddenly or
unexpectedly (for example, an accident, sudden heart attack, murder, or suicide)? Response:
Dichotomous item ("yes" or "no"). The standardized alpha for the total scale is .986.
Impact of Event Scale - Revised (IES-R) is a 22-item self-report measure that assesses
subjective distress caused by traumatic events (Horowitz, Wilner & Alvares, 1979). Items
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correspond directly to 14 of the 17 DSM-IV symptoms of PTSD. Respondents are asked to
identify a specific stressful life event and then indicate how much they were distressed or
bothered during the past seven days by each "difficulty" listed. Items are rated on a 5-point scale
ranging from 0 ("not at all") to 4 ("extremely"). The IES-R yields a total score (ranging from 0 to
88) and subscale scores can also be calculated for the Intrusion, Avoidance, and Hyperarousal
subscales. Items are rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 0 ("not at all") to 4 ("extremely"). The
standardized alpha for the total scale is .997, for the Intrusion subscale is .989, for the Avoidance
subscale is .991 and for the Hyperarousal scale is .989. According to this model, until traumatic
experiences are psychologically assimilated, the individual will alternate between the experience
of intrusive thoughts and feelings in one moment and avoidance strategies in the next. An
example question is: "Any reminders brought back feelings about it." (Respondents rate their
degree of distress during the past seven days.). We translated the IES-R from English to
Albanian and then back to English again, for the needs of this paper.
Ethics: Participants first sought consent and cooperation. All participants were provided
with data on the study, explaining that participation was voluntary, and the anonymity and
confidentiality of their data were guaranteed. It was also emphasized that they have the right to
withdraw from participation and there will be no penalties for this.

III.

Results

We were able to get a sample of 227 participants. There were 168 females (74%) and 55
males (24.2%). Age of participants varied from 25 to 75 years old with a mean of 29.40.
Participants were from the countries most affected by the Albanian earthquake, with 17 (7.5%)
coming from Thumana, 67 (29.5%) from Durrës, 3 (1.3%) from Lezha, 2 (0.9%) from Kurbin,
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and 99 (43.6%) from the capital of Albania, Tirana. The demographic characteristics of the
participants are shown in Table 1-3.
Table 1. Gender statistics of the 227 participants of the study

Frequency Percent
Female
Male
Valid
3
Total
Missing -99
Total

168
55
2
225
2
227

74.0
24.2
.9
99.1
.9
100.0

Valid
Percent
74.7
24.4
.9
100.0

Cumulative
Percent
74.7
99.1
100.0

Table 2. Age Statistics of the 227 participants
of the study
Valid
224
N
Missing
3
Mean
Median
Mode
Std. Deviation

29.49
27.00
22
11.135

Table 3. Statistics of the settlements of the 227 participants of the study
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
0
8
3.5
3.5
3.5

Valid

Thumanë
Durrës
Lezhë

17
67
3

7.5
29.5
1.3

7.5
29.5
1.3

11.0
40.5
41.9

Kurbin
Tiranë
other

2
99
31

.9
43.6
13.7

.9
43.6
13.7

42.7
86.3
100.0

227

100.0

100.0

Total

8
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In Table 4. Independent Samples Test showed that on average, participants who had
problems with money (M = 2.7, SE = 1.07) were more prone to experience PTSD in contrast with
those who didn’t have money problems (M = 1.9, SE = .96). This difference was significant, t(182)
= 4.616, p< .000

Table 4. Independent Samples Test/ Money Problems
Levene's Test for
t-test for Equality of Means
Equality of Variances
F
Sig.
t
df
Sig. (2tailed)
.352
.554
4.616
182
.000
IESR
4.377 75.232
.000

Table 5 shows that T-test is significat at level t(198), 3.014. There was a significant
difference in the scores for people who have experienced former traumatic event (MD= 2.35,
SD= 1.07) versus those who haven’t experience former traumatic events (MD= 1.91, SD= .981)

Table 5. Independent Samples Test/ Experiencing former traumatic
event
Levene's Test for
t-test for Equality of Means
Equality of Variances
F
Sig.
t
df
Sig. (2tailed)
.313
.576
3.014
198
.003
IESR
2.989 184.335
.003
An independent-samples t-test was conducted to see the differences between people who
lost a loved one in a non-expected way (M=2.39, SD=.963) and those who didn’t experience
such a lost (MD= 2.01, SD= 1.06) There was a significant difference in those scores; t(168)=
2.43, p= .016
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Table 6. Independent Samples Test/ Loss of a loved one
Levene's Test for
t-test for Equality of Means
Equality of Variances
F
Sig.
t
df
Sig. (2tailed)
1.678
.197
2.431
168
.016
IESR
2.465 162.271
.015

Table 7 shows significant results regarding differences for people who were physically
neglected (MD= 2.59, SD= 1.00) and people who weren’t physically neglected (MD= 2.10, SD=
1.01). T-test was significant for the value t(165), 2.578, p=.011.

Table 7. Independent Samples Test/ Physically neglected
Levene's Test for
Equality of Variances
F
Sig.

IESR

.057

.812

t-test for Equality of Means
t
2.578
2.587

df
165
56.027

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare differences between people
who were abused and assaulted before the age of 16. There was a significant difference in the
scores for people who were abused and assaulted (M= 2.59, SD= 1.02) and those who were not
(M=2.06, SD=1.04). Table 8 shows significant results t(175)= 2.34, p= 0.20.

Sig. (2tailed)
.011
.012
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Table 8. Independent Samples Test/ Abuse and Assault before the age of 16
Levene's Test for
t-test for Equality of Means
Equality of Variances
F
Sig.
t
df
Sig. (2tailed)
.079
.779 2.342
175
.020
IESR
2.373 32.733
.024
Table 9 shows that on average, participants experienced greater PTSD if they were
emotionally abused or neglected (M= 2.76, SD= 1.00) than those who were not emotionally abused
or neglected (M= 1.96, SD= .996). This difference was significant t(177) = 4.37, p< .001

Table 9. Independent Samples Test/ Emotionally Abuse or Neglect
Levene's Test for
Equality of Variances
F
Sig.

IESR

.111

.739

t-test for Equality of Means
t
4.373
4.353

df
177
58.141

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare differences between people
who had the need to seek for medical treatment. There was a significant difference in the scores
for people who asked for medical treatmant (M= 3.04, SD= .875) in comparison with those who
did not (M=2.06, SD=1.11). Table 10 shows significant results t(55)= 2.92, p= .005

Sig. (2tailed)
.000
.000

PTSD SYMPTOMS AMONG THE SURVIVORS OF ALBANIA EARTHQUAKE

12

Table 10. Independent Samples Test/ Seek of medical treatment
Levene's Test for Equality of
t-test for Equality of Means
Variances
F
Sig.
t
df
Sig. (2tailed)
1.014
.318
2.920
55
.005
IESR
3.329 24.634
.003

We conducted a T-test analysis to see if having a relative who has died during the
earthquake (MD= 2.75, SD= 1.20) in comparison to those who don’t have a dead relative (MD=
2.87, SD= .970), played a significant role in experiencing PTSD. As the table 11 shows, the
results were significant t(212), 3.42, p<.005

Table 11. Independent Samples Test/ Having a relative that died during
earthquake
Levene's Test for Equality
t-test for Equality of Means
of Variances
F
Sig.
t
df
Sig. (2tailed)
2.714
.101
3.428
212
.001
IESR
2.907 29.639
.007

There was a statistically significant difference between groups of education regarding the
predisposition of experiencing PTSD, as demonstrated by One-Way ANOVA F(7, 210)= 5.1,
p< .001
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Table 12. ANOVA/ Level of Education
IESR
Sum of
df
Mean Square
Squares
Between
32.930
7
4.704
Groups
Within Groups
193.620
210
.922
Total
226.550
217

F

5.102

13

Sig.

.000

Table 13 shows that there exist a significant difference between groups of home damage
and PTSD symptoms, as demonstrated by One-Way ANOVA, F(6, 211)= 10.4, p< .001

Table 13. ANOVA/ Level of Home Damage
IESR
Sum of
df
Mean Square
Squares
Between
51.923
6
8.654
Groups
Within Groups
174.627
211
.828
Total
226.550
217

IV.

F

10.456

Sig.

.000

Discussion

The current study aimed to investigate the factors that make survivors of Albanian
earthquake prone to experience symptoms related to PTSD. This study contributes literature
since it is the first one to investigate the psychological impact that a shocking earthquake had
amongst Albanians that experienced it the most, in terms of proximity. Hence, it gives evidence
for the broader literature of the risk factors that are more contributing than others in developing
PTSD symptoms after such devastating earthquakes.
Our results show a mixed picture of findings, since some of them are inconsistent with
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the literature. Analysis of proximity of the events and PTSD symptomatology have shown that
the closer individuals were to the epicenter of earthquake they were more likely to report
symptoms of PTSD. This is in line with findings of Dell’Osso and colleagues (2013). The
severity of symptoms has also been impacted by how much their home was damaged during the
earthquake and problems with finances during their lives. Results which also replicate those from
previous studies (e.g., Kun et al., 2009). On the other hand, when it comes to characteristics of
individuals, age and gender did not differ in experiences of PTSD symptoms across participants
of the present study. These are interesting findings since a growing number of studies suggest
otherwise (Farooqui et al., 2017).
Another interesting finding is that individuals that were abused before age 16 reported
more PTSD related symptoms, while individuals that were abused after age 16 did not differ on
symptoms to those that were not. This shows the significance that earlier experiences of abuse
have on individuals. Furthermore, emotional abuse or neglect are another contributor. Other past
experiences like being part of another disaster, serious accident, sudden death of a loved one
have separated participants on reporting PTSD symptoms. Also, we have found that the need for
medical care has impacted the symptoms. Moreover, the higher in education scale participants
were the less PTSD symptoms they reported. Overall, these findings are in accordance with
findings reported by other researchers (Agustini, Asniar & Matsou, 2011; Cairo, 2010; Cenat &
Derivois, 2014; Feder et al., 2013; Ma et al., 2011).
The broad implication of the present study is that it identifies groups of people that are
risked to experience the event more negatively. This is especially important for post-earthquake
situations like the one created in Albania since they happen out of a sudden and immediate
intervention is very important. The identification of specific characteristics and experiences helps
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in developing different types of interventions. On the other hand, as for research implication, this
study gives further evidence of risk factors important in Albanian setting. However, other studies
should be conducted toward discovering other possible risk factors that may make earthquake
survivors prone to experience PTSD symptoms. Genetic background would be a very good start
in this area.
In terms of the limitations of present study, several can be mentioned. The far most
important are those regarding the methodology. Since, at the time, the only available options
were through sharing the questionnaires online and administering them in camps, the
generalization of the findings can be limited. This is because only specific groups of people
could have been selected. Hence, even though the data gatherers were trained, because of the
topics of questionnaires they may have underreported the symptoms. Moreover, the
questionnaires were not validated in Albanian setting. This raises questions if the measures are
applicable and equivalent in this culture. Therefore, future studies should address these
limitations.
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